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A
f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  a t  G r a n d  V a l l e y ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  t h e  h i s -
t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y ,  r a i s e s  a  v e r y  i m p o r t a n t  a n d ,  I  t h i n k ,  i n t e r e s t i n g  
q u e s t i o n .  I t  i s  u n f o r t u n a t e  t h a t  m o s t  o f  t h e  d e b a t e  h e r e  a n d  e l s e w h e r e  
m i s s e s  t h i s  i m p o r t a n t  q u e s t i o n .  L i k e  m a n y  m i d w e s t e r n  s c h o o l s ,  G r a n d  
V a l l e y  h a s  l o n g  l i v e d  w i t h  t h e  c o n t r a s t  o f  y o u n g  g r a d u a t e  s t u d e n t s  f r o m  
l i b e r a l  e a s t  c o a s t  s c h o o l s ,  w h o  n o w  f i n d  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  t e a c h e r s  a m i d s t  a  
r a t h e r  c o n s e r v a t i v e  m i d w e s t e r n  p o p u l a t i o n .  A l s o ,  s t u d e n t s ,  a s  t h e y  g e t  
t h e i r  f i r s t  t a s t e  o f  t h e  l i f e  o f  t h e  m i n d ,  g r a b  h o l d  o f  i d e a s ,  s o m e t i m e s  t o o  
q u i c k l y - s o m e t i m e s  n o t  s o  w i s e l y ,  w h i c h  p u t  t h e m  a t  o d d s  w i t h  t h e i r  
f e l l o w  s t u d e n t s  o r  t h e i r  p a r e n t s .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  c u r r e n t  s i t u a t i o n  a t  G r a n d  
V a l l e y  i s  m o r e  d y n a m i c  a n d  v i b r a n t .  I n  t h e  p a s t ,  G r a n d  V a l l e y  h a s  s e e n  
r e l a t i v e l y  f e w  m i n o r i t y  s t u d e n t s .  N o w  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  d r a w s  m o r e  s t u d e n t s  
f r o m  f a r t h e r  a f i e l d - D e t r o i t ,  C h i c a g o ,  a n d  b e y o n d .  T h e  n e w  s t u d e n t s  b r i n g  
a  w i d e r  a r r a y  o f  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  v i e w p o i n t s ,  a n d  o p i n i o n s ,  r a i s i n g  t h e  l e v e l ,  
p i t c h ,  a n d  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  p o l i t i c a l  d e b a t e .  M y  a i m  h e r e  i s  t o  s h o w  t h a t  m u c h  
o f  t h e  c u r r e n t  d e b a t e  r e g a r d i n g  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  s u f f e r s  f r o m  c o n c e p t u a l  
c o n f u s i o n  a n d  a l l o w s  t h e  i m p o r t a n t  q u e s t i o n s  r e g a r d i n g  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  
t o  e s c a p e  n o t i c e  a n d  t h e  p r o p o s e d  a n s w e r s  t o  e s c a p e  p r o p e r  s c r u t i n y .  
W h i l e  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  h a s  n o t  s p l i t  t h e  p u b l i c  d o w n  t h e  u s u a l  p a r t y  
l i n e s  a s  n e a t l y  a s  s o m e  o t h e r  i s s u e s ,  i t  d o e s  r a i s e  a  q u e s t i o n  o f  p o l i t i c a l  
m o r a l i t y  t h a t  o f t e n  d i v i d e s  l i b e r a l s  f r o m  c o n s e r v a t i v e s  a n d  l i b e r t a r i a n s - a  
f u n d a m e n t a l  q u e s t i o n  o f  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  j u s t i c e  i n  A m e r i c a .  A l m o s t  a l l  
o f  t h e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  d e b a t e  o n  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  e n l i s t s  s o m e  c l a i m  o f  
f a i r n e s s  o r  j u s t i c e .  O f t e n  t h e  c l a i m  i s  n o t  s p e l l e d  o u t  c l e a r l y  o r  e x p l i c i t l y  
b u t  i s  s i m p l y  a l l u d e d  t o  i n  m e t a p h o r i c a l  i m a g e s  o f  a  " c o l o r - b l i n d  s o c i e t y "  
o r  a  " l e v e l  p l a y i n g  f i e l d . " T h e s e  m e t a p h o r s  a r e  m e a n t  t o  e x c i t e  a  s e n s e  o f  
f a i r n e s s ,  b u t  t h e y  d o  n o t  h e l p  u s  t h i n k  a b o u t  w h a t  f a i r n e s s  m e a n s ,  o r  w h a t  
m a k e s  t r e a t m e n t  f a i r  o r  j u s t .  H o w e v e r ,  i t  i s  t h e  f a i l u r e  t o  d i g  d e e p e r  h e r e  
t h a t  r e s u l t s  i n  o u r  c o n f u s i o n ,  a s  t h e  s t r o n g e s t  a r g u m e n t s  f o r  a n d  a g a i n s t  
a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  r e l y  o n  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  n o t i o n s  o f  f a i r n e s s  o r  j u s t i c e .  
T r e a t i n g  E v e r y o n e  t h e  S a m e  
B o t h  v i e w s  o f  j u s t i c e  b e g i n  f r o m  t h e  c l a s s i c  i d e a  t h a t  j u s t i c e  r e q u i r e s  t h a t  
w e  t r e a t  p e o p l e  i n  s i m i l a r  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  i n  a  s i m i l a r  m a n n e r .  I f  y o u  a n d  
I  a r e  i n  s i m i l a r  c i r c u m s t a n c e ,  w e  o u g h t  t o  b e  t r e a t e d  t h e  s a m e .  A s  w e  
' J o h n  U g l i e t t a  i s  
c A s s i s t a n t  P r o f e s s o r  
o f P h i l o s o p h y  a t  
( j r a n d  V a l l e y  J t a t e  
U n i v e r s i t y .  
7  
~ 
8 0 • l""""i 
+-J 
u 
~ 
Q) 
> 
•l""""i 
+-J 
ro 
s 
~ 
•l""""i 
2 : : 
~ 
ro-o 
~ 
ro 
>---. 
+-J 
• l""""i 
rJ) 
~ 
Q) 
> 
•l""""i 
~ 
say, "we should treat like cases alike." However, in articulating what this 
doctrine requires, the two competing views of justice focus on different 
types of circumstances and end up yielding very different results in some 
cases. While one of these views is more readily recognized, once the 
other is identified, people find they believe in it no less strongly than the 
alternative. The first view begins from the common intuition that when 
we deal with each other, things like race and gender should not change 
the way we are treated. The second view of justice draws on the belief that 
we are all created equal and deserve equal chances in life, again, regardless 
of things like race or gender. It is the pull we feel toward each of these 
different views that fuels the interesting and difficult questions regarding 
affirmative action. 
The Transactional View of Justice 
The more readily recognized view of justice is often enlisted to explain 
opposition to affirmative action. The easiest way to understand this view 
of justice is to begin with the general idea of treating like cases alike and 
looking at these cases rather narrowly. On this view, requirements of justice 
enter our lives most often when we engage in transactions with others. It 
is easiest here to speak of transferring property. We have property that is 
our own, by which we mean we have a right to it. This property could be 
things like money, food, a house, a car, or a bottle of scotch, but it could 
also be rights that we have. In transactions, I trade some of my property 
(money) for some other property, and this must be done fairly. The ideal of 
the fair trade is when both parties to the trade freely agree to the terms. So 
I cannot threaten or force the cashier to accept less money for the goods, 
and I cannot simply run out without paying. We could also trade rights. 
If I had a right to park in a special spot on campus, I could trade that 
right to you just like it were some other sort of more tangible property. 
Ifl own anything, I am free to keep it or trade it. Justice merely requires 
that the trades are fair and the fairness simply means we enter into them 
and accept them freely. 
When a transaction is not fair, the way to rectifY the injustice is to put 
the parties back in the positions in which they began. Ifl steal a car from 
you, my acquisition is unjust, as you did not freely agree to the exchange. 
The way to fix this is to take the car from me and give it back to you. 
This transactional view of justice can be seen in matters of equal pro-
tection of the laws in the form of principles prohibiting discrimination. 
The most common case is the prohibition of discrimination based on 
race. Race should not affect how we are treated. Race is not like the age 
of the 12 year old who wants to buy a bottle of scotch; it is not a relevant 
difference in circumstance. For example, if a black man is denied the 
rights or opportunities given to a similarly situated white man, equality 
and justice require that we restore his rights and opportunities by taking 
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. n  m a t t e r s  o f  e q u a l  p r o -
1 i b i t i n g  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n .  
i s c r i m i n a t i o n  b a s e d  o n  
R a c e  i s  n o t  l i k e  t h e  a g e  
o t c h ;  i t  i s  n o t  a  r e l e v a n t  
a c k  m a n  i s  d e n i e d  t h e  
t e d  w h i t e  m a n ,  e q u a l i t y  
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  b y  t a k i n g  
t h e m  b a c k  f r o m  t h e  p e o p l e  w h o  w r o n g l y  a c q u i r e d  t h e m .  S u p p o s e  a  c o m -
p a n y  h a s  r o u t i n e l y  d e n i e d  t h e  b e n e f i t s  o f  s e n i o r i t y  t o  i t s  b l a c k  w o r k e r s  
b u t  n o t  i t s  w h i t e  w o r k e r s .  T h e  j u s t  r e m e d y  w o u l d  b e  t o  t a k e  t h e s e  b e n e f i t s  
b a c k  f r o m  t h o s e  w h o  d o  n o t  d e s e r v e  t h e m  ( w h i t e  w o r k e r s  w h o  e n j o y  t h e  
b e n e f i t s  b u t  h a v e  l e s s  s e n i o r i t y  t h a n  t h e  b l a c k  w o r k e r s )  a n d  r e s t o r e  t h e m  
t o  t h e  b l a c k  w o r k e r s .  M a n y  d i s c u s s i o n s  o f  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  d r a w  o n  t h e  
t r a n s a c t i o n a l  v i e w  o f  j u s t i c e  a n d  c l a i m  t o  s e e k  t h i s  t y p e  o f  r e m e d y .  T h e  
t r o u b l e  i s  t h a t  m o s t  c o n t e m p o r a r y  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  p l a n s  d o  n o t  s e e m  
t o  f i t  t h i s  m o d e l .  
A s  m a n y  s e e  i t ,  m o s t  c o n t e m p o r a r y  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  p l a n s  r e c o g n i z e  a  
h a r m  o r  l o s s  t o  p e r s o n  A  b u t  t h e n  a t t e m p t  t o  r e c t i f Y  t h i s  w r o n g  b y  g i v i n g  
a  b e n e f i t  t o  a  d i f f e r e n t  p e r s o n  B .  W h a t  i s  w o r s e ,  t h e  b e n e f i t  g i v e n  t o  B  
i s  t a k e n  f r o m  a  p e r s o n  w h o  n e v e r  t o o k  a n y t h i n g  f r o m  A  o r  B .  C o n s i d e r  
a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  p l a n s  i n  c o l l e g e  a d m i s s i o n s .  T h e  p l a n s  b e g i n  f r o m  t h e  
r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  s o m e  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  h a v e  s u f f e r e d  f r o m  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n .  
T h e  p l a n s  t h e n  g r a n t  t h e  b e n e f i t  o f  c o l l e g e  a d m i s s i o n  t o  s o m e  s t u d e n t  
w i t h o u t  r e g a r d  t o  w h e t h e r  h e  a c t u a l l y  s u f f e r e d  f r o m  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a n d  
d o  s o  b y  d e n y i n g  a d m i s s i o n  t o  a  w h i t e  s t u d e n t  w h o  n e v e r  b e n e f i t e d  f r o m  
t h e  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a g a i n s t  t h e  b l a c k  s t u d e n t .  T h u s ,  a  p o o r ,  b l a c k ,  i n n e r - c i t y  
s t u d e n t  s u f f e r s  f r o m  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  w h i l e  a n  a f f l u e n t  b l a c k  s t u d e n t  f r o m  
a n  e x c e l l e n t  s u b u r b a n  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t  i s  a d m i t t e d  t o  c o l l e g e  a t  t h e  e x p e n s e  
o f  o n e  o f  h i s  w h i t e  c l a s s m a t e s .  H e r e  i t  s e e m s  t h a t  t h e  p l a n  a t t e m p t s  t o  
r e m e d y  t h e  t h e f t  o f  o n e  p e r s o n ' s  r i g h t s  b y  s t e a l i n g  f r o m  a n o t h e r  a n d  
g i v i n g  t h e  s t o l e n  p r o p e r t y  t o  a  t h i r d  p e r s o n .  I t  p u n i s h e s  t h e  w r o n g  p e r s o n ,  
b e n e f i t s  t h e  w r o n g  p e r s o n ,  a n d  l e a v e s  t h e  o n e  w h o  s u f f e r e d  w i t h  n o t h i n g .  
I t  i s  n o  w o n d e r  t h a t  m a n y  f i n d  t h e s e  p l a n s  t o  b e  a  m i s c a r r i a g e  o f  j u s t i c e  
o r  " r e v e r s e - d i s c r i m i n a t i o n . "  
I t  i s  u n f o r t u n a t e  t h a t  s o  m a n y  d e f e n d e r s  o f  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  f o l l o w  
t h i s  s a m e  l i n e  o f  a r g u m e n t ,  r e l y i n g  o n  t h e  t r a n s a c t i o n a l  v i e w  o f  j u s t i c e .  
S o m e  a t t e m p t  t o  i d e n t i f Y  a  g e n e r a l  h a r m  t o  a l l  b l a c k s ,  e v e n  a f f l u e n t ,  w e l l -
e d u c a t e d  o n e s ,  a n d  s o m e  g e n e r a l  b e n e f i t  t o  w h i t e s ,  e v e n  p o o r  o n e s  n e w  
t o  t h i s  c o u n t r y .  T h e y  c l a i m  t h a t  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  m e r e l y  r e c t i f i e s  t h i s  
s i t u a t i o n .  T h e s e  e f f o r t s  s e e m  u n l i k e l y  t o  p e r s u a d e .  A s  t h o s e  i n  o p p o s i t i o n  
p o i n t  o u t ,  i f  t h e r e  i s  s o m e  r e a l  h a r m ,  w e  o u g h t  t o  b e  a b l e  t o  i d e n t i f Y  i t  
a n d  d e t e r m i n e  w h i c h  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  s u f f e r  f r o m  i t  a n d  b a s e  a f f i r m a t i v e  
a c t i o n  p l a n s  o n  i t s  p r e s e n c e  r a t h e r  t h a n  o n  r a c e .  I f  t h e  h a r m  i s  n o t  o n e  
w e  c a n  s e e  b u t  m u s t  a c c e p t  t h a t  a l l  b l a c k s  s u f f e r ,  t h e n  m a n y  w i l l  n o t  f i n d  
s u c h  a  m y s t e r i o u s  h a r m  s e r i o u s  e n o u g h  f o r  a c t i o n  o r  a m e n a b l e  t o  t h i s  
t y p e  o f  s o l u t i o n .  I n d e e d  h o w  w o u l d  o n e  e v e n  k n o w  i f  w e  h a d  r e m e d i e d  
o r  d i m i n i s h e d  s u c h  h a r m ?  
T h e  E g a l i t a r i a n  V i e w  o f  j u s t i c e  
B o t h  t h o s e  s u p p o r t i n g  a n d  t h o s e  o p p o s i n g  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  m i s s  t h e  
i m p o r t a n t  q u e s t i o n  w h e n  t h e y  l i m i t  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  t h e  t r a n s a c t i o n a l  v i e w  
j o h n  U g l i e t t a  
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of justice. The strongest arguments for affirmative action are supported by 
a different, more deeply egalitarian, view of justice. While the transactional 
view of justice can be said to begin from the intuition that whenever people 
deal with business, government or each other, their race or gender should 
not matter in how they are treated, this egalitarian view begins from the 
intuition that all people should have equal chances for success in their 
lives, regardless of their race or gender-one's prospects in life should 
not be limited simply because of race or gender. If this is not an ideal of 
universal justice, at the very least, it seems like an ideal of American justice. 
The laws and other institutions of society, particularly those that purport 
to establish equality, ought to be structured and interpreted in a way to 
ensure this equal opportunity for all. 
In the egalitarian view, if some group persistently suffers from a disad-
vantage in society, then justice requires that the institutions of society be 
changed in a way that will remove the disadvantage. Here the rules and 
institutions of society are not taken as natural. Rather they are created 
and maintained by a society. The ideal of a just society with just rules and 
institutions is one in which all members of society have equal opportunity 
or equal prospects for a good life. If one is born female, she should not 
suffer from fewer chances for success in life. And if one is born black, he 
too should not suffer diminished prospects for success. In this view, the 
metaphors for a "color-blind" society or a "level playing field" apply at a 
basic level of chances for success in life. 
In the United States today, or any other day so far, people born black or 
born female do not enjoy the same opportunities or chances for success as 
those who are white or male. Blacks and women of comparable talent to 
contemporary white males make less money, achieve less political power, 
and hold lower business and social status. Both constitute identifiable, and 
more important, disadvantaged groups. 
In the egalitarian view of justice, social institutions should be structured 
to promote equality. If society finds that some of its members do not enjoy 
equal life prospects, justice compels that it alter its rules and institutions 
to reduce the inequality. It is here that affirmative action plans come in. 
Affirmative action plans create or alter the rules of society in an attempt 
to reduce or eliminate disadvantage. For example, blacks may be favored 
in college admissions for a number of reasons. Most apparent, the students 
directly affected would be encouraged and enabled to attend college and 
thus better situated to achieve greater success in professional and political 
life. However, the effects do not stop there. In their chosen fields, these 
people may later serve the black community more than it is currently 
served by, say, providing better legal, medical, and financial services, raising 
the prospects of a wider group of blacks. Another effect of these services 
might be to reduce the, 
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. c t i o n  a r e  s u p p o r t e d  b y  
N h i l e  t h e  t r a n s a c t i o n a l  
n  t h a t  w h e n e v e r  p e o p l e  
:  r a c e  o r  g e n d e r  s h o u l d  
1  v i e w  b e g i n s  f r o m  t h e  
: e s  f o r  s u c c e s s  i n  t h e i r  
r o s p e c t s  i n  l i f e  s h o u l d  
f  t h i s  i s  n o t  a n  i d e a l  o f  
e a l  o f  A m e r i c a n  j u s t i c e .  
a r l y  t h o s e  t h a t  p u r p o r t  
n t e r p r e t e d  i n  a  w a y  t o  
: l y  s u f f e r s  f r o m  a  d i s a d -
t s t i t u t i o n s  o f  s o c i e t y  b e  
t g e .  H e r e  t h e  r u l e s  a n d  
t a t h e r  t h e y  a r e  c r e a t e d  
: i e t y  w i t h  j u s t  r u l e s  a n d  
h a v e  e q u a l  o p p o r t u n i t y  
f e m a l e ,  s h e  s h o u l d  n o t  
i f  o n e  i s  b o r n  b l a c k ,  h e  
1 c c e s s .  I n  t h i s  v i e w ,  t h e  
J l a y i n g  f i e l d "  a p p l y  a t  a  
f a r ,  p e o p l e  b o r n  b l a c k  o r  
J r  c h a n c e s  f o r  s u c c e s s  a s  
o f  c o m p a r a b l e  t a l e n t  t o  
[ e v e  l e s s  p o l i t i c a l  p o w e r ,  
n s t i t u t e  i d e n t i f i a b l e ,  a n d  
o n s  s h o u l d  b e  s t r u c t u r e d  
t s  m e m b e r s  d o  n o t  e n j o y  
1 t s  r u l e s  a n d  i n s t i t u t i o n s  
, r e  a c t i o n  p l a n s  c o m e  i n .  
o f  s o c i e t y  i n  a n  a t t e m p t  
e ,  b l a c k s  m a y  b e  f a v o r e d  
1 s t  a p p a r e n t ,  t h e  s t u d e n t s  
e d  t o  a t t e n d  c o l l e g e  a n d  
) r o f e s s i o n a l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  
h e i r  c h o s e n  f i e l d s ,  t h e s e  
1 o r e  t h a n  i t  i s  c u r r e n t l y  
f i n a n c i a l  s e r v i c e s ,  r a i s i n g  
~r e f f e c t  o f  t h e s e  s e r v i c e s  
m i g h t  b e  t o  r e d u c e  t h e  e c o n o m i c  d i s a d v a n t a g e s  t h a t  k e e p  s o m e  b l a c k s  o u t  
o f  c o l l e g e .  A l s o ,  t h e  s t u d e n t s  w i l l  s e r v e  a s  e x a m p l e s  b o t h  t o  t h e i r  p e e r s  
i n  t h e i r  p r o f e s s i o n s  a n d  t o  y o u n g e r  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  b l a c k  c o m m u n i t y .  I n  
t h e i r  p r o f e s s i o n ,  t h e i r  s u c c e s s  w i l l  b r e a k  d o w n  a n y  r e s i d u a l  b i a s  t h r o u g h  
p e r s o n a l  a s s o c i a t i o n  a n d  b y  g i v i n g  t h e m  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  s h o w  t h e i r  
t a l e n t s .  I n  t h e  b l a c k  c o m m u n i t y ,  t h e i r  s u c c e s s  w i l l  s h o w  o t h e r s  t h a t  t h e s e  
p r o f e s s i o n s  a n d  t h e s e  t y p e s  o f  s u c c e s s  a r e  o p e n  a n d  p o s s i b l e  f o r  t h e m  a s  
w e l l ,  i n s p i r i n g  t h e m  t o  a c h i e v e  m o r e  t h a n  t h e y  o t h e r w i s e  w o u l d  h a v e .  
O v e r  t i m e ,  t h e s e  e f f e c t s  w o u l d  s e e m  l i k e l y  t o  d i m i n i s h  t h e  d i s a d v a n t a g e  
t o  b l a c k s  a s  a  g r o u p  a n d  i m p r o v e  t h e  p r o s p e c t s  o f  o n e  b o r n  b l a c k .  
C o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  t h e  M i s t a k e  
I n  f a i l i n g  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e  e g a l i t a r i a n  v i e w  o f  j u s t i c e ,  b o t h  s i d e s  i n  t h e  
d e b a t e  o v e r  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  h a v e  f o c u s e d  o n  t h e  t r a n s a c t i o n a l  v i e w .  T h i s  
c o n f u s i o n  h a s  c a u s e d  t h e m  t o  d e b a t e  t h e  w r o n g  q u e s t i o n s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  
w h e n  o p p o n e n t s  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  s o m e  p e o p l e  w h o  b e n e f i t  d i r e c t l y  f r o m  
a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  h a v e  n o t  s u f f e r e d  f r o m  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ,  t h e  e g a l i t a r i a n  
m a y  r e a d i l y  a g r e e .  F o r  t h e  e g a l i t a r i a n ,  t h o s e  w h o  b e n e f i t  d i r e c t l y ,  s a y  b y  
b e i n g  a d m i t t e d  t o  c o l l e g e ,  a r e  p r e f e r r e d ,  n o t  b e c a u s e  t h e y  h a v e  s u f f e r e d  
f r o m  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ,  b u t  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  s i t u a t e d  i n  a  w a y  t o  m a k e  t h e m  
u s e f u l  i n  a l l e v i a t i n g  t h e  d i s a d v a n t a g e  b l a c k s  s u f f e r  a s  a  g r o u p .  A l s o  w h e n  
s o m e  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  h a s  n o t  c a u s e d  c u r r e n t  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  
( s i n c e  s t a t e  s p o n s o r e d  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  e n d e d  s o m e  t i m e  a g o ) ,  i t  s h o u l d  n o t  
b e  u s e d  t o  r e m e d y  i t .  H e r e  t o o  t h e  e g a l i t a r i a n  m a y  b e  u n c o n c e r n e d .  I f  t h e  
d i s a d v a n t a g e  e x i s t s ,  i t  d o e s  n o t  m a t t e r  h o w  i t  w a s  c a u s e d .  I t  s t i l l  m u s t  b e  
r e m e d i e d .  U n l e s s  k n o w i n g  t h e  c a u s e s  o f  t h e  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  w i l l  h e l p  u s  
d e t e r m i n e  h o w  t o  a l l e v i a t e  i t ,  e g a l i t a r i a n s  m a y  t h i n k  i t  i s  i r r e l e v a n t .  
O n e  p a r t i c u l a r  p o i n t  c a l l s  f o r  s p e c i a l  a t t e n t i o n  h e r e ,  a s  i t  s e e m s  t o  b e  
t h e  s o u r c e  o f  m u c h  d i s c o n t e n t  w i t h  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  p l a n s .  M a n y  p e o p l e  
o p p o s e  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  b e c a u s e  t h e y  s e e  i t  a s  t a k i n g  s o m e t h i n g  a w a y  
f r o m  a  w h i t e  p e r s o n  w h o  w a s  n o t  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  p r o b l e m  i n  t h e  f i r s t  
p l a c e ,  p u n i s h i n g  t h e  w r o n g  p e r s o n .  I t  i s  v e r y  i m p o r t a n t  t o  r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  
a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  d o e s  n o t  t a k e  a n y t h i n g  a w a y  f r o m  
a n y o n e ,  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  a n y t h i n g  a  p e r s o n  c o u l d  c l a i m  a  r i g h t  t o  h a v e .  A g a i n  
i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  c o l l e g e  a d m i s s i o n s ,  s o m e  s a y  t h a t  a  w h i t e  s t u d e n t ' s  s p o t  i n  
c o l l e g e  i s  t a k e n  f r o m  h i m  a n d  g i v e n  t o  a  b l a c k  s t u d e n t .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e r e  i s  
n o  r e a s o n  t o  s a y  t h e  s p o t  b e l o n g e d  t o  t h e  w h i t e  p e r s o n .  C o l l e g e s  d i s t r i b u t e  
t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  a t t e n d  t h e  s c h o o l .  T h e y  d e t e r m i n e  h o w  t o  d i s t r i b u t e  
t h i s  b e n e f i t .  A  c o l l e g e  c a n  p r e f e r  a d m i s s i o n  o f  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  a n y  t y p e  o f  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  t h a t  w i l l  h e l p  t h e  c o l l e g e  f u l f i l l  i t s  s o c i e t a l  f u n c t i o n  b e  i t  
m a t h e m a t i c a l  a b i l i t y ,  c r e a t i v i t y ,  l i f e  e x p e r i e n c e ,  c i v i c  i n v o l v e m e n t ,  a t h l e t i c  
a b i l i t y ,  r e s i d e n c e  i n  t h e  s t a t e ,  o r  r a c e .  N o  s t u d e n t  c o u l d  c l a i m  t o  o w n  a  s p o t  
i n  c o l l e g e  u n t i l  t h e  c o l l e g e  o f f e r s  a d m i s s i o n .  A d m i s s i o n  t o  c o l l e g e  m a y  b e  
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given to some and denied to others, but nothing that anyone owns is ever 
taken from one to provide for another. While almost all advocates of affir-
mative action in the U.S. recognize a limit and would prevent affirmative 
action plans from ever taking the legitimate property of another, this is not 
true in all countries. To see the difference, one could look to Zimbabwe 
where the government took land owned by white farmers and gave it to 
black farmers. In the U.S., affirmative action plans do not take property 
away. They do not take the books or car of a white student and give them 
to a black student. A white student's only claim of injustice arises from 
being treated differently. He cannot claim that a spot was taken from him 
by the black student any more than he can claim that a spot was taken 
from him by the student with a much higher GPA or SAT score. 
Part of the difficulty with the egalitarian view may be more apparent 
now-it presents a more complicated picture. The transactional view pres-
ents a simple and readily understandable picture of restoring something to 
those who have lost it. However, the egalitarian view relies on speculation 
about a series of connected societal results. The plan relies on these mea-
sures actually reducing the disadvantage of the broader group through the 
expected chain of reactions. One could agree with the egalitarian principle 
and even agree with affirmative action yet still think it will not achieve 
the results we seek. You could disagree about the likely results of the 
plan. For example, you might think that black students admitted through 
affirmative action plans will not succeed in college, or that employers will 
not hire them, thinking them less qualified as a result of having been held 
to lower standards. If this is true, the plan probably will not alleviate the 
disadvantage blacks suffer. Such concerns would recognize and accept 
the justice of affirmative action but question the method of preferential 
treatment in college admissions. A person might think we would reduce 
disadvantage better by spending a disproportionate amount of resources 
on improving primary education of black children. This would still accept 
the basic idea of affirmative action. 
In describing the egalitarian view in support of affirmative action, 
it may seem that I have been advocating for it. I have emphasized this 
view primarily because it is less well known and will strike many people 
as different and confusing. Providing a justification of either view would 
require much more than sketching the outlines of the view, as I have done 
here. Indeed this is just the problem. We never get to this debate here at 
Grand Valley or elsewhere. Both the transactional view of justice and the 
egalitarian view exert a strong pull on our moral sensibilities. We do think 
that people should be treated the same in transactions regardless of their 
race or gender. And we also think that people should have reasonable life 
prospects regardless of race or gender. However, in their pure forms, both 
views also lead to conclusions we might find difficult to accept. Which 
one is better? Is there , 
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t y  o f  a n o t h e r ,  t h i s  i s  n o t  
> u l d  l o o k  t o  Z i m b a b w e  
:  f a r m e r s  a n d  g a v e  i t  t o  
1 s  d o  n o t  t a k e  p r o p e r t y  
:  s t u d e n t  a n d  g i v e  t h e m  
o f  i n j u s t i c e  a r i s e s  f r o m  
J o t  w a s  t a k e n  f r o m  h i m  
1  t h a t  a  s p o t  w a s  t a k e n  
' A  o r  S A T  s c o r e .  
,  m a y  b e  m o r e  a p p a r e n t  
t r a n s a c t i o n a l  v i e w  p r e s -
f  r e s t o r i n g  s o m e t h i n g  t o  
e w  r e l i e s  o n  s p e c u l a t i o n  
l a n  r e l i e s  o n  t h e s e  m e a -
) a d e r  g r o u p  t h r o u g h  t h e  
t h e  e g a l i t a r i a n  p r i n c i p l e  
h i n k  i t  w i l l  n o t  a c h i e v e  
: h e  l i k e l y  r e s u l t s  o f  t h e  
d e n t s  a d m i t t e d  t h r o u g h  
e ,  o r  t h a t  e m p l o y e r s  w i l l  
s u l t  o f  h a v i n g  b e e n  h e l d  
b l y  w i l l  n o t  a l l e v i a t e  t h e  
d  r e c o g n i z e  a n d  a c c e p t  
:  m e t h o d  o f  p r e f e r e n t i a l  
:  t h i n k  w e  w o u l d  r e d u c e  
a t e  a m o u n t  o f  r e s o u r c e s  
n . T h i s  w o u l d  s t i l l  a c c e p t  
r t  o f  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n ,  
I  h a v e  e m p h a s i z e d  t h i s  
w i l l  s t r i k e  m a n y  p e o p l e  
[ o n  o f  e i t h e r  v i e w  w o u l d  
f  t h e  v i e w ,  a s  I  h a v e  d o n e  
~et t o  t h i s  d e b a t e  h e r e  a t  
a l  v i e w  o f  j u s t i c e  a n d  t h e  
; e n s i b i l i t i e s .  W e  d o  t h i n k  
c t i o n s  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  t h e i r  
o u l d  h a v e  r e a s o n a b l e  l i f e  
i n  t h e i r  p u r e  f o r m s ,  b o t h  
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o n e  i s  b e t t e r ?  I s  t h e r e  a n  a l t e r n a t i v e ?  W h a t  c a n  w e  l e a r n  f r o m  e a c h  v i e w ?  
W i t h o u t  r e c o g n i z i n g  t h a t  t h e s e  a r e  t w o  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  v i e w s  w e  w i l l  n e v e r  
i n v e s t i g a t e  t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s ,  a n d  w e  w i l l  n e v e r  h a v e  a  p r o p e r  d e b a t e .  A n d  
t h i s  w i l l  b e  a  d i s a d v a n t a g e  t o  a l l .  
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